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Relying on a spiritual mentor 

Tonight we are going to formally start Foundation of All Qualities.  

The first stanza deals with the practice of relating properly to the guru. The foundation of Buddhist 

practice and progress is how you relate to the guru and then, train the mind in the stages of the path. 

As we will see, as we go through this commentary, without a proper qualified spiritual mentor to guide 

you on the path, you will not attain the stat of Buddhahood. No one has ever made it to enlightenment 

independent of the guidance given by the guru.  

On my part, I am far short of any of the qualities stated here or in the qualities expected of a qualified 

master, so I don’t consider myself to be a guru. So please don’t think me as a guru, but as a friend who 

is trying to share some knowledge.  

Ideally speaking, it is really good to be informed about the process of approaching and relating and 

relying on a spiritual guru. How should a guru look after, cater to the needs of individual disciples? 

And how should a trainee relate to the guru? There are lots of protocols needed to be observed for 

real effect to take place. On my part, as I’ve just mentioned, I do not possess any of the qualities so it 

would be presumptuous on my part to expect anything from you towards me. All I want you to do is 

think of me as a friend, and with that in mind, I will do my best to share what I know.  

Generally it is understood and is the case that for one to make it to Buddhahood, a person necessarily, 

invariably depends on the guru. Without the guru, there has never been a Buddha to start with. Relying 

on the guru is the foundation, the crux of the matter. Now, following the commentary, “How to 

cultivate rapport with the guru, that rapport which is the foundation of all qualities.” Once you have a 

guru, how to then train the mind.  

This text, which explains the foundation of all qualities, does so under four sections. We have covered 

the first two. The third one is making entreaties to the guru, to clear away hindrances in your path and 

to bring together conducive factors needed for your practice. The fourth section is praying to guru, 

requesting to the guru that the guru care for you in all lifetimes, from here until the state of 

Buddhahood.  

Developing conviction 

Dealing with the very first section which is how to cultivate rapport with the guru, the foundation of 

all qualities, is dealt with by the first stanza. The first stanza deals with how to develop faith or 

conviction in the guru, which is said to be the foundation. Second part covered in this first stanza is 

how to have genuine love and respect for the guru, remembering the guru’s kindnesses. Now, talking 

about how to develop conviction, faith in the guru, there are two further sections. The first one is how 

to relate to the guru mentally – with what mind-set should you relate to the guru? Second, how to 

relate to the guru through actions. So there are two actions dealing with developing conviction in the 

guru.  
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What we are dealing with is how to relate to the guru mentally or psychologically. Of these, there is a 

Buddhist tantra called Sam-Buddha and that tantra says,  

Without the ferry-person holding the oars, a boat by itself cannot go across the lake. 

In the same way, although you may have completed all qualities, you will not reach 

the shore of enlightenment without the guru, the ferry-person-like guru. 

To support this statement further, another Buddhists text called Short Prajnaparamita Sutra says, 

The conquerors, who possess all supreme qualities, have proclaimed that only by 

depending on a guru can a person develop enlightened attributes of Buddhas.  

That is what the Buddha has said about the need to depend on the guru. Further, the same sutra says,  

Thus, a person who seeks the sublime state of Buddhahood needs to minimise and 

crush their pride, and with a strong feeling rely without break on a spiritual master in 

the same manner as a group of chronic patients who seek medication for recovery.  

Finally in this citation, with regard to relating properly mentally to the guru, Lama Tsong Khapa is cited 

here, where he says,  

All scriptures proclaim that it is through developing a harmonious serendipitous 

relationship with the guru that one can effortlessly realise both temporal and ultimate 

goodness. Hence pray to the guru wholeheartedly, seeing the guru in the nature of 

Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.  

As is stated in the three sources, if one desires to develop and receive some enlightening spiritual 

qualities on the five paths and ten stages, it is vital that at the very beginning you have a qualified 

mentor to show you the process of progression on the path and stages to develop those enlightening 

qualities.  

Qualities of a qualified teacher 

Whilst it is vital that we find a guru who would show us the path, we need to be wary of the person 

who we take as a guru because it says it is not okay to rush to somebody and then give him or her the 

title ‘guru,’ and then try to get teachings without proper research into the gurus qualities.  

If we have to be careful who we take as a guru, what should help us determine somebody to be one’s 

guru? With regard to this Mahayana Sutra Alamkara, which is said to be the ornament of Mahayana 

sutras and a work by Maitreya the future Buddha, says “A guru must be calm, extremely calm,” 

meaning the guru must have quality of three higher trainings – ethics, concentration and wisdom – 

and therefore the guru obviously must have more knowledge, more qualities than somebody who 

seeks those qualities.  

Now there is a checklist: 

1. Peaceful, very peaceful, who practices the three high trainings;  

2. Whose qualities is superior to that of the disciples;  

3. Very diligent himself or herself; 

4. They must possess excellent knowledge of the scriptures;  

5. They must be somebody who knows suchness, or emptiness;  

6. Somebody who is quite skilful in explaining the teachings;  

7. They must have a lot of loving kindness for the disciple;  

8. They mustn’t get easily fatigued, however long they teach.  
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This sutra Mahayana Sutra Alamkara, the ornament of Mahayana scriptures, spells out eight things 

which should guide who we take as a guru.  

We have just noticed qualities needed of a guru, now I don’t have any of these qualities and therefore 

I have asked you not to take me as your guru. No way will I bear the responsibility of you as my disciple 

and I as your guru; but just take me as a friend and then I’ll do my best in my role in explaining the 

teachings.  

The burden of being guru is so heavy, and therefore I don’t feel comfortable to be in this position. 

That said, when I consider the series of teachings that I have been fortunate to receive from many 

prominent masters at the monastery as well as from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, so many initiations 

and commentaries and transmissions. At least I have the transmission to pass on to you, despite the 

fact that as I’ve claimed before I do not have any of the qualities listed in the Sutra Alamkara.  

Secondly, the burden seems to become slightly lighter in the knowledge that I’m trying my best to do 

justice to what I have to explain. I do it with utmost sense of sincerity and am moved by sincere 

motivation of bringing some help in some ways to you. Therefore I feel slightly, marginally better. The 

vows, the novice monks vows, the fully ordained Bikkshu vows and years of attending teachings at the 

monastery, and attending debate sessions at the monastery and years of immersion in the thick of it, 

gives me some confidence in the role I have just assumed.  

What we all need to remember, myself included, that one and all must make it to the shore of 

enlightenment by only relying on the guru. Short of this, there is no other way. Whilst I do not possess 

the full qualities of a guru, that is not to say that you do not have your own gurus. Whoever is your 

main guru, we really need to take that relationship seriously for all scriptures unanimously claim the 

crucial importance of relying on the mentor right up to the state of Buddhahood.  

It is by only relying on the guru that we receive the blessings, blessings are what really brings 

transformation from within. Of course these days we live in the age of technology and you can listen 

to the teachings on the websites. You may understand many things, but there hasn’t been real direct 

contact, with the magic connection for the flow of transforming energy to take place. As it will become 

clear, once a dedicated earnest spiritual trainee finds a qualified spiritual mentor and they have such 

a loving working rapport between them, then the benefit that trainee receives, the benefits are 

inestimable, incalculable. However, if something were to go wrong like the disciple disparage the guru 

with some anger, the drawbacks that person temporarily receives are also far too much.  

At the monastery I come from, Sera, many monks have different number of gurus. You go to this guru 

for this text, that guru for their teaching and so on. Some monks go to as many as three gurus a day 

to get teachings from them; there are others who rely on just one. When I first came to the monastery 

there was one teacher, a senior teacher and his name was Telek Dorje. He was super-strict guru!  

He has higher expectation of his students. He teaches extremely well and the next day the students 

would come and he would ask each and every one what was taught by him. If somebody doesn’t show 

any interest or come up with the answer, they will get what is in his hand, he will throw anything at 

you! 

No one dared miss a days teachings from him, he was so demanding. If people did miss teaching, they 

would listen to recorded teachings so when they do turn up the next day, they would have something 

to answer when the questions were asked. However, he told his disciples that although they have 

information by listening to the cassette recording, they may have something to answer, but it is dry 

knowledge, there is something missing. Therefore he insisted that everybody go to his teaching in 
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order that along with the information, the x-factor needed for the spiritual qualities to develop would 

also be received.  

Our relationship, as I’ve said before is not formal guru disciple relationship please do not take me to 

be guru for I do not meet any of the qualities. But we could have friendship, a relationship of friends 

for us to share the Dharma.  

Now to wrap up, after listing those ten qualities in the Sutra Alamkara, the ornament for Mahayana 

discourse, the commentary says now in this degenerate era it is going to be extremely difficult to find 

a spiritual mentor who has got all of those salient qualities of a qualified master. However, Lama Tsong 

Khapa says we should be happy if we have a guru who has got suchness, the knowledge of suchness 

in themselves, their senses are tamed – meaning they are conscientious in their behaviour – and 

somebody who upon seeing captivates the mind of others; they have some kind of magnetism about 

them such that by merely approaching them and relying on them, automatically your virtues increase 

your weaknesses recede. Do rely on such a sublime teacher.  

Repeating now, the commentary says that although we may not meet gurus in this day and age with 

ten salient qualities, but at least we should be happy to have someone as a guru who has got the 

practice of three higher trainings – the training in higher ethics, higher concentration and higher 

wisdom – and then who understand suchness, and finally the fifth quality is somebody who has 

compassion for others.  

At the very least, a guru should be somebody who considers between dharma and the mundane 

affairs, dharma more important. Between this life and the next life, who considers the affairs of next 

life more important; whose priorities are in order, in other words. Next, a guru should be somebody 

who considers between self and others, others more important. One who is not reckless in his or her 

behaviour of body, speech and mind and thus who does not lead disciples astray on the wrong path.  

Then I would like to wrap up the talk tonight by saying such are the qualities of real sublime spiritual 

guru. On my part I suffer a paucity of these qualities. However, I have assumed the role of helping you 

with Buddhist teachings, believing in the sincerity and conviction that I hold that whatever I do, I must 

do it to help others. So that when others receive some benefit, then one and all have some spiritual 

capital to dedicate to attaining the stage of Buddhahood and in the meantime, the spiritual qualities 

or capital that we all would have gather would also help us temporarily.  

 

 

 


